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With the discovery of remains thought to be those of Colombian priest Jose Hector Gallego, who
disappeared in 1971, the government of President Mireya Moscoso is on the verge of opening an
investigation into other cases of disappearances during the period of military rule (1968-1989).
Gallego, who was working on a social project in Santa Fe, Veraguas province, was abducted by the
military and disappeared. What are believed to be Gallego's remains were discovered Sept. 22 in the
barracks of a military unit known as Los Pumas de Tocumen, 40 km from the capital.
Catholic Church officials said an anonymous informer had tipped them off about the whereabouts
of the clandestine grave. Gallego's death has been attributed to the military government of Gen.
Omar Torrijos. At the time of his death, Gallego was directing a campesino agricultural cooperative,
which reportedly encroached on lands claimed by important landowners with ties to the Torrijos
government.
In 1993, National Guard officers Nivaldo Madrinan, Melbourne Walker, and Eugenio Mangallan
were convicted of the murder. The discovery of the remains near the airport in Tocumen prompted
Madrinan's lawyer, Ramiro Fonseca, to ask for a review of the sentence because of discrepancies in
Walker's testimony.
At the trial, Walker testified that Madrinan killed the priest and buried the body in Canazas, not
Tocumen. Madrinan is serving a 15-year prison term for the crime. In a prison interview with
Gallego's sister Edilma, Walker denied having anything to do with the murder and said members of
the elite military unit Los Machos de Monte abducted her brother.
Those responsible were Edilberto del Cid, Juan Gonzalez, and Flaco Espinosa, said Walker. Soon
after the discovery, a retired member of the National Guard told investigators that the bodies of
several opponents of the Torrijos regime, including at least two guerrillas killed by government
troops, were buried in the motor-pool area of the barracks. He said Capt. Ricardo Garibaldo was
commander of the barracks at the time. Discovery of the remains has reopened debate about the
excesses committed during the military regimes of Torrijos and his successor, Gen. Manuel Antonio
Noriega, during the period 1969-1989.
Families of victims of disappearances are asking for an investigation of the military officers named
so far in the Gallego's investigation. Moscoso has promised to reopen the case if the remains prove
to be those of Gallego. Moscoso's late husband, Arnulfo Arias, was ousted from the presidency by
the Torrijos coup of 1968. Officers who formerly commanded the groups Los Pumas, Machos de
Monte, and G-2 who have been implicated in the Gallego's killing have denied any knowledge of his
disappearance.
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However, retired Gen. Ruben Dario Paredes said that the burials at the Pumas barracks were carried
out by National Guard officers of G-2 who were involved in "gangsterism," and that Garibaldo
"knows more that he has said." (Sources: Notimex, 09/28/99; Associated Press, 10/12/99; El Panama
America, 09/29/99, 09/30/99, 10/02/99, 10/03/99, 10/08/99, 10/09/99, 10/11/99, 10/12/99, 10/15/99,
10/18/99)
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